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Abstract: As a professor of rhetoric at an art and design college in the United States, I
am keenly interested in philosophies of design education and their relationships to
philosophies of rhetorical education. Clearly teachers of rhetoric and of design have
much to learn from one another, yet we rarely interact. One way in which design and
rhetoric should be informing one another is through the related concepts of branding,
familiar to designers; and ethos, well-known to rhetoricians. I know from faculty
colleagues in design how important branding is in design curricula. Students learn the
value, as Richard Buchanan puts it, of designing a product whose voice people are
willing to bring into their lives. Branding has obvious connections to rhetorical ethos,
and in the general education classroom I have used Artistotle’s tripartite concept of
ethos as the audience’s perception of the speaker’s phronesis (prudence), arête
(virtue), and eunoia (goodwill) to deepen our discussions of both ethos and branding,
particularly focusing on the ethical dimensions of both. This paper offers a survey of
literature on rhetorical ethos, practical classroom strategies for teaching ethos to
designers, and commentary on the possible productive relationship between teaching
rhetorical ethos alongside branding.
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Branded

Introduction
As a rhetorician working at an art and design college in the United States, I am
keenly interested in the philosophies of design education and the ways in which design
and rhetoric relate. The art of rhetoric has been defined variously throughout the
centuries: Classical definitions included Aristotle’s “the faculty of discovering in any
particular case all of the available means of persuasion” and Quintilian’s “the art of
speaking well”; more modern theorists have defined it as “a form of reasoning about
1
probabilities, based on assumptions people share as members of a community” and
“an action human beings perform when they use symbols for the purpose of
communicating with one another . . . a perspective humans take that involves focusing
2
on symbolic processes.” For my purposes here, I will use Corbett and Connors’
definition: “the art or the discipline that deals with the use of discourse. . . to inform or
3
persuade or motivate an audience.” In the general category of discourse I—along with
most rhetoricians—would include visual, and well as spoken and written discourse.
Naturally, then, I believe that rhetoric and design are strongly allied disciplines. From
my perspective as a rhetorician at an art and design college, I see on a daily basis how
much rhetoricians and designers have to learn from one another. Yet, siloed as most of
us in higher education are these days, we rarely speak to one another or read one
another’s work.
Certainly some scholars in the field(s) have noted this opportunity for collaboration.
For example, Richard Buchanan has observed that “The skillful practice of design
involves a skillful practice of rhetoric, not only in formulating the thought or plan of a
product, through all of the activities of verbal invention and persuasion that go on
between designers, managers, and so forth, but also in persuasively presenting and
4
declaring that thought in products.” And in their Rhetoric and the Arts of Design,
David S. Kaufer and Brian S. Butler argue for the continued vitality of the classical art of
rhetoric by means of its status as a productive design art, arguing that as “rhetoric has
tried to prove itself in the modern academy, it has had to reshape itself to look more
like an organized body of analytical knowledge and less like a form of productive
5
knowledge.” But, they argue, its essential nature—like that of design—is productive.
So whereas Buchanan is arguing for a new conception of design, Kaufer and Butler are
arguing for a new conception of rhetoric. In addition, work by scholars in the emerging
field of persuasive technology also indicates the potential for rich collaborations
between designers of technology and those engaged in rhetoric from an academic or
business perspective; B.J. Fogg’s Persuasive Technology: Using Computers to Change
6
What We Think and Do is one such example. But these kinds of synthetic analyses have
been too few and far between and have exerted too little influence on design
education—at least in the United States. (My impression is that the influence has been
1

Erica Lindemann, A rhetoric for writing teachers, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford UP, 1995), 40-41.
Sonja Foss, Karen A. Foss, and Robert Trapp, Contemporary perspectives on rhetoric, 2nd ed. (Prospect
Heights, IL: Waveland Press, 1985), 14.
3
Edward P.J. Corbett, and Robert J. Connors, Classical rhetoric for the modern student, 4th ed. (New York:
Oxford UP), 1999, 1.
4
Richard Buchanan. “Declaration by design: rhetoric, argument, and demonstration in design practice.”
Design Issues 2.1 (1985), 22.
5
David S. Kaufer and Brian S. Butler. Rhetoric and the arts of design. (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 1996), xvi.
6
B.J. Fogg, Persuasive technology: using computers to change what we think and do. (Amsterdam: Morgan
Kaufmann, 2003).
2
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more notable in European higher education.) But in any case, rhetoricians and designs
have not collaborated with one another as much as Buchanan and a few others have
urged them to. Part of that is our natural tendency to stay within disciplinary
boundaries. Yet the disciplines of rhetoric and design are—by their very natures—
interdisciplinary. We must do better. My concern is largely practical—i.e., to get
rhetoricians and designers talking more. This desire is partly what brings me, a
rhetorician, to a design conference.
Before going further, then, it will be helpful to describe a bit about my situation: I
have a doctoral degree in rhetoric, and much of my research has focused on historical
women’s rhetoric—particularly the rhetorical strategies that women in the nineteenthcentury United States used to gain the right to vote. But because I work at a college of
art and design, my work has much more to do with considering the intersections
between the world of words and the world of images, which of course are myriad, and
which of course intersect with the world of design. The majority of our students are
enrolled in the design disciplines—interior design, industrial/product design, furniture
design, fashion design, and graphic design, to name a number of the most popular.
Largely in response to this student population, we reformulated one of our general
education courses that used to focus solely on writing and have refocused it on the
study and analysis of Visual Rhetoric. We are convinced that this class, dedicated to the
art, practice, and study of human visual communication—from posters, to interiors, to
films, to architecture, and so on—is vital to the education of our students. So I’m here
today to focus my discussion on this course, and one crucial concept from this course
that has a great deal of productive overlap with a concept from design—namely the
allied concepts of branding and ethos.
Because I think collaboration works better when the task is clear and the
conversation specific, I will organize my discussion in this way—on these concepts that
have particularly resonance with one another. That’s not to say, of course, that other
productive overlaps don’t exist between the two disciplines (if one may even call such
vast areas as “design” and “rhetoric” disciplines); these two concepts merely offer one
particularly fruitful intersection. The concept of branding is familiar to most designers,
and the concept of ethos is well-covered territory for rhetoricians. I know from my
design colleagues of the importance of branding in the design curricula. Students learn
the necessity, as Richard Buchanan has put it, of designing a product whose voice
7
people are willing to bring into their lives.
In my talk today, then, I will (1) provide an overview of the rhetorical concept of
ethos, (2) explain some classroom activities by which I teach this concept, and (3)
suggest ways in which teaching this concept has productive overlap with the concept of
branding.
E THOS
Rhetorical ethos might be broadly defined as “character as it emerges in language,”
with the provision that “language” may include visual discourse as well as written and
8
oral. In other words, one may understand ethos as the character of the sender (e.g.,
writer, speaker, designer, corporation, etc) as portrayed—consciously or
unconsciously—via the rhetorical text, whether it’s a speech, or a written article, or a
7

Richard Buchanan, “Keynote address” Interaction Design Association. 9-12 February 2011. Boulder, CO.
Web. 25 October 2012.
Baumlin, James. “Ethos.” Encyclopedia of rhetoric, ed. Thomas O. Sloane. )New York: Oxford UP, 2001), 263.

8
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film documentary, or an advertisement that combines verbal and visual discourse.
Ethos has often been understood as one of three kinds of persuasive strategies,
alongside making appeals to audience’s emotions (so-called “pathetic appeals”) and
constructing logical arguments.
A brief survey of definitions of the concept of ethos from the Classical Greeks on
indicates the richness and debate ethos has inspired. Of course, for obvious reasons
when looking at this concept as defined for the ancient Greeks, we confine ourselves to
the discussion of oral texts given by male speakers. For example, Lysias (c. 445-380 BC),
who was renowned for, among other things, his talents as a speechwriter, would make
his client’s character “appear trustworthy by referring to the circumstances of his life
and of his parentage, and often again by describing his past actions and purposes. And
when the facts fail to provide him with such material, he creates his own moral tone,
making his characters seem by their speech to be trustworthy and honest” (Lysias 19.34). And in his De Oratore (55 BC), Roman orator Cicero held that the “attributes useful
in an advocate are a mild tone, a countenance expressive or modesty, gentle language,
and the faculty of seeming to be dealing reluctantly and under compulsion with
9
something you are really anxious to prove.” And for the Roman Quintilian, an orator
had himself to feel sincerely the emotions he wished his auditors to—no mere
“appearance” the feelings would do.
The concept continued to undergo redefinition, as it still does, particularly as
attitudes toward the idea of a distinct self have changed. Particularly in the twentieth
century, the idea of a definable self—apart from various cultural, linguistic, and psychic
forces that inevitably and largely unconsciously shape it—has been critiqued. One of
the twentieth century’s most important rhetoricians, Kenneth Burke, redefined the
concept of ethos, in light of new theories of group psychology. In The Rhetoric of
Motives, he writes: “You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by
10
speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea identifying your ways with his.
In Burke’s theory, a shared identification between author and audience is strengthened
by a real or imaginary threatening Other, against whom the author-audience
“community” is aligned. It is, James Baumlin argues, an “implicitly violent practice of
self-identification by means of scapegoating (the speaking self defined, once again, in
11
its difference from the threatening other).”
More recently rhetoricians have defined ethos in a way to emphasize its potential
for more positive and ethical use. For example, S. Michael Halloran puts forth vision of
ethos that succeeds only to the degree that an author is “willing and able to make his
world open to the other,” and which risks “self and world by a rigorous and open
12
articulation of them in the presence of the other. This vision of ethos assumes not
that the author/sender/designer will try to assert his authority of others, impressing
them with his character and skills, but that he and the audience will be equal copartners in the discourse exchange.
Halloran’s and others’ articulations of rhetorical ethos reveal the ways in which
discourse—including oral, written and visual texts—can be the means of not only
“’composing ourselves,’ but of making our ‘world open to the other’—opening a space,
as it were, for the copresence of self and other as ‘we keep trying to enter their world

9

Baumlin, “Ethos,” 269.
Kenneth Burke, The rhetoric of motives. (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1969), 55.
Baumlin, “Ethos,” 276.
12
Baumlin, “Ethos,” 276.
10
11
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13

or bring them into ours.’” This meaning of ethos as an open “space” is consistent with
one the word’s meanings in Greek, which is a “dwelling place”—both our way of
dwelling and the place of our dwelling. It also refers to our habits and our inner
mentality. A vision of this place as a shared space with room for ourselves and those we
might term Other is an idealist vision perhaps, but certainly one that is all too welcome,
in a world in which, as Michael Miller notes in 2005 New York Times editorial, our
public discourse is crowded not so much with skillful debates in which one side seeks to
sway the listeners, but with crass contest in which each side has already made up its
14
mind and tries only to browbeat the other into the rightness of his position. An
appreciation of rhetoric’s civilizing, humanizing power would seem welcome. The word,
after all, shares its Greek root with the word “ethics,” and study of ethos naturally
engages ethical conversations as well as strategic ones.
Historical background, such as that presented above, is useful in the rhetoric
classroom. It is useful for students to recognize that the strategies of persuasion that
surround them—on television, online, in shopping malls, and so on—are direct
descendents of the rhetorical strategies that have been operant for millennia. It is also
useful to point out the ways in which discussions of persuasion naturally give rise to
discussions of ethical persuasion. I find, however, that when it comes to introducing the
concept in class and helping students to use it as an analytical took, I rely most heavily
on the conception of ethos that Aristotle (384-322 BC) put forth in his Rhetoric. His
concept remains among the most enduring; it is frequently cited—and more frequently
imitated without attribution (a testament to the degree to which his theories are
inextricable parts of much contemporary pedagogy)—in modern textbooks of rhetoric
and composition. His articulation of the concept is helpful in the classroom largely
because of its clarity and accessibility.
In his second book of the Rhetoric, Aristotle speaks of ethos as the speaker’s need
to make his own character appear right in order to gain the audience’s trust and
confidence and, most important, their assent to his argument. Aristotle defines three
components that comprise ethos, noting that there are three reasons why speakers
themselves are persuasive: practical wisdom [phronesis], and virtue [aretê] and
goodwill [eunoia] (Rhetoric, II). The most persuasive speakers are those who
demonstrate these qualities to the satisfaction of their audiences. This tripartite
formulation provides a very helpful framework to help students analyze the various
ways in which persuasive texts make this ethical appeal. The concept offers obvious
questions for students to ask in order to get closer to the texts (whether they be verbal
or visual) and their strategies.

13
14

Baumlin, “Ethos,” 276.
Michael Miller. “Persuasion’s lost. “ New York Times 3 June 2005.
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E THOS IN THE C LASSROOM
In our Visual Rhetoric course, students learn about how visual texts—anything from
an advertisement, to a piece of furniture, to a building, to an interior space—use
symbolic language to influence those who
interact with the texts, variously termed “users”
or “audiences,” depending on the discipline. For
example, I can usually get students’ attention
by showing them this advertisement from a
2008 ad campaign for BMW’s used cars, which
uses the provocative caption “You know you’re
not the first. But do you really care?” (See Fig.
1).
I also invite them to analyze the visual
communication of a designed interior such as
Google’s front offices. (See Fig. 2). Additionally,
the class might look at film documentaries,
webpages, and illustrations.
One of the goals of the course is for
students to become familiar with some
concepts and terminology from the art of
Figure 1: 2008 BMW ad. Source: Drucker. rhetoric. One of the concerns that we have as
general education faculty is that our students in
the various art and design disciplines are doing work that is similar in concept, but that
they are missing out, potentially, on fruitful interdisciplinary collaborations because of
the terminological and practical divides (e.g., students simply don’t see students from
outside their major very often) that exist among them. We hoped that concepts and
language from the art of rhetoric—a discipline that for centuries has been known as the
discipline that stands “at the crossroads” because of its wide applicability to all
different fields—would help to bridge those divide in our general education classrooms,
which include students from a variety of majors. And, of course, by extension, we hope
that these collaborative experience continue to help students after they graduate to
work in the multidisciplinary, collaborative settings in which so many artists and
designers find themselves.

Figure 2: Google Corporate Offices. Source: “Google Office Pictures”
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My colleagues and I who teach the course all devote significant attention to the
concept of ethos, particularly, as I noted, as it was theorized in Aristotle’s Rhetoric.
There were, according to Aristotle, two kinds of argument available to a speaker—the
inartistic appeals, which came from outside the art of rhetoric—namely, the laws,
witnesses, contracts, and data that an orator had simply to gather together—and the
artistic appeals: logos, pathos, and ethos, which were a part of the art of rhetoric. Aside
from appeals to ethos, which I’ve explained above, appeals to logos, or logic, were
appeals to the audience’s reason or understanding; and appeals to pathos referred to
the ways in which a speaker could seek to touch audience’s emotions in a way that
would be favorable to his argument.
For example, one may say that the BMW ad in Figure 1 employs a logical appeal in
that viewers have to apprehend the logical analogy implicit in the ad—namely, that a
BMW “used vehicle” is logically related to this attractive woman who has also been
“used” through sexual relations. The ad implies that the woman—and thus the car—are
still quite desirable despite the fact that neither is brand new. Students are generally
surprised that the ad could be thought of as “logical” in any way, since it appears
wholly and ostentatiously emotional in nature. And, of course, I note that the ad
certainly does draw upon viewers’ emotions—making viewers feel not only desire for
the woman and the car (perhaps) but, probably more important, initial confusion about
the ad and either shock or amusement when its racy analogy is apprehended. But even
more important, I suggest, are the ad’s ethical appeals—namely, the way that BMW
presents its persona through this ad. Here is where I use three questions based on
Aristotle’s tripartite structure of ethos:
1.

How is BMW demonstrating its knowledge? I point out that it’s useful to
broaden a conception of knowledge to take in such concepts as savvy,
experience, confidence, authority, etc., as understanding knowledge
more broadly via these and similarly additional terms often pushes the
analysis much further.

2.

How is BMW showing its virtue? Here, I clarify that—at least in
Aristotle’s conception—virtue is contextualized. For the purposes of this
analysis, virtue in this case is defined as what seems admirable in a
particular context, for a particular audience. For students’ sake, I tend to
put it this way: How is BMW trying to seem like the kind of
company/person you’d want to hang out with (“you,” referring of
course to the intended readership of the magazine)?

3.

How is BMW demonstrating its goodwill for its audience? Since
“goodwill” tends to be a foreign term for students, I clarify ask them
how BMW seems to be out for the audience’s best interests.

In this ad, BMW establishes its authority in its decision to run such an ad that
clearly—even in a men’s magazine—is meant to shock. The choice to run such an ad
suggests an image of a company that is confident enough to risk the offense that this
ad clearly might give to viewers. Additionally, the company appears confident and
experienced by what it does not include in this ad—namely, any data or statistics to
support the reliability or attractiveness of their used vehicles. Closely related to this is
the virtue portrayed in the ad. BMW, in this ad, is of a company who appears bold and
504
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brazen, assured of its place in the luxury car market and just having a bit of fun, winking
at its male readers, with this ad. The company portrays itself as “virtuous”—i.e., bold,
brash, dismissive of convention, endowed with a good sense of humor—in the eyes of
its intended audience. Similarly, the goodwill portrayed here consists of the company’s
image as a good old boy—more anxious to share a laugh and a beer with its potential
client than to push a car sale on them. And so on. The important thing in our in-class
analysis is not that the class come to a consensus, of course, on how they would
analyze the ad; merely that the questions suggested by Aristotle’s tripartite definition
provide a fertile ground for growing a fruitful discussion of rhetorical strategy.
We do similar kinds of analyses with varied visual texts including film, fashion,
and interior design. For example, we might look at an image of Google’s corporate
offices (Fig. 2) and discuss the ways in which the space suggests (logical) connections
with the kind of service that Google provides (innovative, fresh, not stuck in ruts), and
the ways in which it invites emotional responses (pathos) of amusement and comfort,
and the ways in which it projects the company’s corporate personality, or ethos, again
using the questions above to lead us into deeper analysis.
These questions have served me well in the rhetoric classroom to clarify the
rhetorical concepts and I hope they suggest some ways that a variety concepts from
design might be addressed in the classroom. But in the final section of this paper, I will
focus on just the concept of branding and elaborate on some of ways I see the concepts
of ethos and branding working together to enlarge and enliven the education of
designers and artists. I hope this brief discussion will suggest the myriad additional
ways in which the study of rhetoric can contribute meaningfully to design education
pedagogy.
E THOS AND B RANDING
The most obvious benefit of a focused discussion of ethos in tandem with
branding is the way in which the two, together, can get at the knotty issue of talking
about the position of the author/speaker/corporation (the “sender” of the message),
which is always harder to pin down than the audience/user. I see this gap when it
comes to discussion of the sender across the board when I work with students on the
concept and in the professional literature on branding. For example, Karen Post
defines brand as:
[A] mental imprint that is earned and belongs to a product, service, organization,
individual, and/or event. It’s a story embedded in the mind of the market. It’s the sum
of all tangible and intangible characteristics of that entity. A brand is what an audience
thinks and feels when it hears a name or sees a sign, a product, and/or a place of
activity. It’s what customers expect when they select an offering over a competing one.
15
(emphasis mine)
Miletsky and Smith define brand as “the sum total of all user experiences with a
particular product or service, building both reputation and future expectations of
16
benefit.” Many more such definitions could be cited, but what’s notable in the
majority of them is an absence of focused discussion on the position and activities of
the sender. It’s obviously true that the user is an essential part of the relationship, but
the sender also needs also to be examined more comprehensively. The sort of focused
15
Karen Post. Brain tattoos: creating unique brands that stick in your customers' mind (Saranac Lake, NY:
AMACOM Books, 2004), 15.
16
Jason Miletsky and Genevieve L. Smith. Perspectives on branding (Boston, MA, USA: Course Technology,
2009), 2.
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discussion that I’ve proposed above on ethos can help students also get a deeper
perspective on the activity of branding as a representation of a corporation’s character
to a specified audience of potential users. Often, it’s simply insertion of a new
terminological screen—exchanging “audience” for “consumers” or “users” and
“corporation” for “speaker”—that makes such connections possible.
Once this connection between ethos and branding is made, I would suggest
that additional benefit would be the engagement of ethical issues related to the
activities of branding. The above discussion of ethos as a “dwelling place” that might
invite the Other (i.e., the audience/consumer) into a collaborative relationship of
equality where there is, literally “space” for all, rather than a relationship based on
admiration of the sender/corporation’s authority and stature indicates this possibility
nicely. Such discussions might reference the many and varied initiatives of designers
worldwide to make a name for themselves by basing their design strategies around the
expertise and needs articulated by those they serve. One might think here of Chilean
architect Alejandro Aravena, who engages low-income urban residents in developing
17
“half houses” in a process of “participatory design.” Aravena’s “brand” thus becomes
more participatory in itself.
Implicit in these other benefits is the notion of encouraging conversations that
cross time and discipline. As educators, most of us see the value of students being
“broadly educated”—a goal that’s frequently expressed but all too difficult to achieve.
Putting a concept such as ethos, which has a long history in a discipline outside of
design, into conversation with an issue in design of paramount importance and
energetic interest—namely, branding—provides a great example of how a design
education can help students broaden, rather than narrow, their creative thinking about
the profession and their lives. My own institution has recently started a new major,
called Collaborative Design, which was borne out of a need to educate designers who
could think more globally and synthetically about the work of design. Students in this
major are encouraged to “think outside of a narrow design box” to come up with
creative solutions; they’re helped to do this by getting broader training in a variety of
design fields, such as interior, industrial, graphic, and so on.
To this, I would add the need for students in design to be educated in the field of
rhetoric so that they also have the ability to think creatively outside the discipline of
design and make strong connections with the variety of people—in and out of design—
with whom they will come into contact throughout their professional and personal
lives.
Historically, the “sister arts” of rhetoric were grammar (loosely understood as
the study of language or semantics) and dialectic (the study of informal logic).
Together, these formed the foundation of European education in the Classical and
Medieval periods. The arts were so-called sisters because of their fundamental
interdependence in students’ education. As the title of my paper indicates, I believe
that rhetoric and design may be understood and embraced enthusiastically as the new,
“rebranded” sister arts. As a consequence, then, I would urge more programs in design
to require coursework in rhetoric, particularly visual rhetoric, of their students. To my
knowledge, my college of art and design is unusual in this regard, at least in the United
States; I hope that our model might inspire other colleges to see the potential

17

Urbanized, DVD, directed by Gary, Hustwit (Swiss Dots, 2011).
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opportunities that may be afforded by exploring further the relationship between these
sister arts.
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